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Foreword

When lessons learned from the major combat operations phase of Opera-
tion Iragi Freedom were briefed to the Nation's top leaders, the question was asked:
“How did events leading to the fall of Saddam Hussein’s regime look from the Iraqi
perspective?” That question was posed to the Joint Advanced Warfighting Program
at the Institute for Defense Analyses, triggering the Iraqi Perspectives Project (IPP),
a research effort sponsored by the U.S. Joint Forces Command that has delivered sev-
eral volumes of analysis and supporting materials, with more in production.

The IPP is reminiscent of an effort begun in 1946, when a team of U.S.
Army historians and intelligence officers established a relationship with former
members of the German General Staff to develop an understanding of familiar events
from an unfamiliar point of view. This volume marks the extension of that same
methodology under a different sponsor, the National Intelligence Council, to en-
compass a broader spectrum of Middle Eastern military history from the perspective
of Lieutenant General Raad Hamdani, who during Operation Iraqi Freedom com-
manded Saddam Hussein’s II Republican Guard Corps. Interviewed over a number
of days by project leader Kevin Woods and historian Williamson “Wick” Murray,
General Hamdani shared his knowledge about a wide range of subjects, with particu-
lar emphasis on his experiences in Irag’s long war against Iran.

The project’s objective was to produce a series of personal, organizational,
and campaign histories of contemporary Iraq. This volume is the first in that series,
provided with the hope that it will improve our understanding of Middle Eastern
military thought, the new Iraqi military, neighboring countries, and the dynamics of
a region of the world that is vital to U.S. interests.

-

Karl Lowe, Director
Joint Advanced Warfighting Division
Institute for Defense Analyses



Preface

(Project 1946) for the National Intelligence Council. It helps address the

This paper was prepared under the task order Study on Military History
task order objectives of:

m developing a series of personal, organizational, and campaign histories
of contemporary Iraq

m improving and expanding our understanding of Iraq and its region

m providing national security organizations with historical background
material, political and personality profiles of the region, and data for long-term
studies and analysis

m illuminating the effects and utility of U.S. capabilities as seen by an ad-
versary for doctrine and force developers

m supporting strategic and operational planning by improving U.S. un-
derstanding of Arab military thought, the new Iraqi military, neighboring coun-
tries, and regional dynamics.

The Joint Advanced Warfighting Program (JAWP) was established at the
Institute for Defense Analyses (IDA) and as part of the Joint Advanced Warfight-
ing Division to serve as a catalyst for stimulating innovation and breakthrough
change. It is cosponsored by the Under Secretary of Defense for Acquisition, Tech-
nology, and Logistics; the Under Secretary of Defense for Policy; the Vice Chair-
man of the Joint Chiefs of Staff; and the Commander, U.S. Joint Forces Command
(USJECOM). JAWP includes military personnel on joint assignments from each
Service and civilian specialists from IDA. The program is located in Alexandria,
Virginia, and includes an office in Norfolk, Virginia, to facilitate coordination
with USJFCOM.

This paper does not necessarily reflect the views of IDA or the sponsors
of JAWP. Our intent is to stimulate ideas, discussion, and, ultimately, the discovery
and innovation that must fuel successful transformation.

xi



Introduction

n 1946, a team of U.S. Army historians and intelligence officers established a
I long-term exchange with a select group of former members of the German

General Staff. This program supported the development of personal, organiza-
tional, and campaign histories of the German military, dramatically increasing the
U.S. military’s understanding of World War II.

In addition to providing an invaluable look at American military capabilities
through the eyes of its most recent adversary, these former German officers consti-
tuted a special kind of red team to help the Army think through the challenges of force
and doctrine development on a potential “new Eastern Front” Who better to describe
what it was like to fight the Soviet Army, outnumbered, defensively, in Europe than the
recently defeated Germans? The program’s diverse and long-lasting impacts are evi-
dent in such projects as the acclaimed official U.S. Army in World War II history series
(the “Green Books”), development of early Cold War military doctrines, and the cam-
paign monographs that informed U.S. operations into the late 1990s in the Balkans.

Figure 1. Franz Halder, former Chief of the General Staff of the German Army
in World War 11
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Project 1946

Sixty years later, the U.S. Government has another rare chance to examine
doctrine, intelligence, operations, and strategy through the lens of a recent military
opponent. The Iraqi Perspectives Project (IPP) demonstrated the potential of com-
bining interviews of former Iraqi senior leaders with captured Iraqi documents,
augmented by detailed knowledge of American operations on the ground and in
the air.! This “quick look” history and its accompanying operational analysis rep-
resent an attempt to understand a substantial part of contemporary history in the
Middle East. By leveraging the concept first used with German officers following
World War II, the IPP has expanded to encompass an additional sponsor, to ad-
dress more topics, and to answer a wider range of operational questions.

Named “Project 1946, this expanded effort can help develop a deeper un-
derstanding of the region’s future by examining its recent past. An exchange with for-
mer senijor Iraqi military leaders opens up a wealth of knowledge of operational expe-
rience in the 1973 Arab-Israeli War, campaigns against the Kurds, the Iran-Iraq War,

Figure 2. General Raad Hamdani (left), former Iraqi Republican Guard Corps
commander, explains details of the 1986 Iranian capture of Al-Fao to
members of the Project 1946 research team

Xiv



Operation Desert Storm, the 1991 uprisings, military operations and adaptations
under sanctions, and Operation Iraqi Freedom. Moreover, such new knowledge can
provide valuable insights into the political, strategic, military, and cultural dynam-
ics of the Middle East.

The task for Project 1946 is to develop a series of personal, organizational,
and campaign histories of contemporary Iraq’s military. Broadly speaking, these
histories, when augmented by archival and open source research, will greatly ex-
pand the understanding of Iraq and the surrounding region. Moreover, such pro-
fessional exchanges can fill gaps in the historical record, develop a richer set of po-
litical and personality profiles in the region, and provide data for other long-term
studies and analyses. In a narrower vein, Project 1946 can illuminate, for doctrine
and force developers, the effects and utility of certain U.S. capabilities as seen by an
adversary. Finally, material derived from this study can support strategic and oper-
ational planning by improving the general understanding of Arab military thought,
military capabilities, selected countries, and regional dynamics. Future Project 1946
deliverables are expected to include a series of monographs and oral histories taken
from interviews of former Iraqi military personnel, periodic summaries of Iraqi
monographs and oral histories, and a database for additional research.

Organization of This Paper

This McNair Paper is divided into two parts. Part One is a summary of the
major insights as interpreted by the authors based on their interviews of General
Hamdani. Part Two presents the detailed, edited transcriptions of the 16 interview
sessions. The interviews are presented in the order in which they occurred and gen-
erally follow the historical course of events. To help the reader, the major themes of
each discussion are listed at the beginning of each interview session and are indexed
alphabetically after the last discussion. A short bibliography is also included.

Xv



Part One.
Summary and Analysis

ing of Middle Eastern military art and science. This project, like the similar
post-World War II projects that inspired it, aims at exploring recent mili-
tary history and culture by examining the documentary record and interviewing
participants from the “other side of the hill” This perspective may or may not
reflect events as they were or potentially will be. Nevertheless, just as the deliberate
study of the German military experience 60 years ago positively affected early Cold
War capabilities, Project 1946 (and similar efforts) can potentially improve ongoing
and future analyses of the Middle East in the wake of Operation Iragi Freedom.?
A small team of researchers from the Institute for Defense Analyses
(IDA) and the U.S. Army’s Foreign Military Studies Office traveled to Jordan and
conducted 16 hours of formal interviews and 8 hours of informal discussions with
Lieutenant General Ra¥ad Hamdani (formerly a corps commander in Saddam Hus-
sein’s Republican Guard). General Hamdani’s long career as a professional soldier
spanned Iraq’s participation in the 1973 Arab-Israeli War and ended with his com-
mand of the IT Republican Guard Corps during the defense of Baghdad in Opera-
tion Iraqi Freedom.?> The specific topical focus of this research effort was Iraq’s war
with Iran (1980-1988) and the potential for war with Iran after 1988.

T he purpose of Project 1946 is to develop a deeper and broader understand-

General Comments

The discussions with General Hamdani provided insights ranging from
the nature of Saddam’s regime and its civil-military relations to the conduct of
the Iran-Iraq War, and finally to the weaknesses within the Iranian approach to
war both in the 1980s and beyond. Throughout the discussions, he displayed the
strengths and weaknesses of his background, particularly the strengths. Hamdani
is a Baghdad-born Sunni Arab who is comfortable with and committed to a secu-
lar state. In most respects, he is a consummate professional with a solid grasp of
the day-to-day details of competent military leadership, as well as a considerable
mastery of the intellectual framework that military professionalism demands.
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Beyond the immediate aspects of the discussions, Hamdani displayed a lively sense
of humor, a cosmopolitan attitude, and a clear understanding of the military events
that extended well beyond his immediate level of experience and the sometimes
bizarre nature of Saddam’s regime.

It was clear in the interviews that while Hamdani did not speak English
with any fluency, he could read English with considerable comprehension.* The
entire research team found it a pleasure to talk honestly with an individual who has
thought long and hard about his military experiences in the wars in which he par-
ticipated and which have had such a catastrophic impact on his nation.

Topics of the discussions themselves ranged from the immediate tactical
outcomes of particular actions in the Iran-Iraq War, to the interplay between the
requirements of tyrannies (religious as well as secular) to control their political fu-
ture, to the demands of military organizations for professionally competent officers
who understand tactics and operations and who are able and willing to provide
honest judgments of what is happening or might happen on the battlefield. In that
respect, Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini’s Iran and Saddam’s Iraq exhibited consider-
able similarities, although Saddam at times proved a faster learner—at least over
the course of his war against Iran. On the opposite side, Khomeini and his fellow
religious leaders appear to have clung, right through to the conflict’s end, to their
belief that religious fanaticism and revolutionary spirit would triumph over all.

General Hamdani on several occasions commented on how much the
American military had impressed him in both 1990 and 2003. Particularly inter-
esting was his view that the U.S. Army was far superior to any he had seen in the
Middle East—including the Israel Defense Forces. What particularly impressed
him in 1990 was the sight of U.S. Soldiers along the Saudi-Kuwaiti border in full
body armor and Kevlar helmets during the early period of Operation Desert Shield,
despite the fact that the temperature was over 100 degrees and that hostilities had
yet to begin. He claimed to have noted to one of his subordinates at the time that
the American appearance alone underlined “a real sense of discipline.

The formal discussions documented in Part Two took place over a 4-day
period in May 2007. Kevin Woods and Williamson Murray did most of the ques-
tioning, while Tom Holaday entered the discussions freely—sometimes in Arabic,
sometimes in English. The relaxed nature under which the discussions took place
allowed for maximum exchange of ideas and for follow-on questions to elucidate
the matters under discussion.

The Arab-Israeli Wars and the Rise of the Ba'ath Party

Some of the most interesting and insightful discussions began with an
examination of Hamdani’s early military career before the Baath party assumed full
control of Iraq and its military organizations. General Hamdani entered the Iraqi
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army immediately after the 1967 Six-Day War had seen the Israeli ground and air
forces completely shatter the military forces of Syria, Egypt, and Jordan in a blitz-
krieg campaign that lasted less than a week.

He suggested that the humiliation of 1967 helped create not only the revolu-
tionary political situation in Iraq (and other Arab nations) that brought the Baath to
power, but also a seriousness, purposefulness, and professionalism in the Iraqi army
that had not existed before. That increased level of professionalism helps explain im-
provements in the fighting abilities those armies displayed in the 1973 Arab-Israeli
War.®> Arab armies, including Iraqs, took hard, realistic training far more seriously
than they did before the Six-Day War. They also studied their Israeli enemy much
more carefully. Thus, by the fall of 1973, the Iraqi army was tactically and logistically
ready to deploy directly from Baghdad to fight on the Golan in the last battles of the
war with surprising effectiveness. Concerning his knowledge of the enemy, Hamdani
commented that even as a first lieutenant, he and many of his fellow junior officers
knew the names and reputations of nearly every prominent Israeli general officer.

General Hamdani participated in the 1973 fighting on the Golan as a
young company grade officer. The Iraqis, he claimed, were able to play an impor-
tant role in the conflict by attacking the flank of the Israelis’ two-division drive
on Damascus. Whether the Israelis actually were going that far is another matter.
Histories of the war suggest that the Iraqi attack persuaded the Israelis to halt their
advance and move to reinforce the war’s southern front, where the Egyptians were
about to attempt their breakout from positions on the east bank of the Suez Canal.
What was particularly interesting about Hamdani’s comments was his contention
that the 1973 war represented a significant high point of Iragi military profes-
sionalism. The logistical movement from Iraq to the Golan, followed by the almost
immediate conduct of operations by the Iragis after they arrived at the battlefront
during the heaviest fighting on the Golan Heights, became a standard to study and
emulate in the Iraqi army.

Between the 1973 War and the Iran-Iraq War (1980-1988)

In the immediate aftermath of the 1973 Arab-Israeli War, the Iraqis
continued their efforts to improve the army’s overall level of professionalism and
preparedness. General Hamdani claimed that the Iragi army, still not overwhelmed
by Baath party “political correctness,” carried out a careful analysis of the lessons
from the Arab-Israeli War. A number of items still stuck in his mind from that ef-
fort. One lesson was that the Arab armies suffered from a considerable deficiency
in technological knowledge—a direct result of the deficiencies in the educational
systems of the Arab world—in comparison to their Israeli counterparts.

It was also clear to Hamdani that the Arab armies had largely modeled
themselves—not surprisingly, given their origins in the colonial period—on the
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slow and methodical approach to war taken by the British Army. In contrast, the
Israelis had modeled themselves on the Wehrmacht with its emphasis on speed,
maneuver, decentralized leadership, and risk taking. The results of these educa-
tional and cultural differences showed clearly in the fighting on the Golan, where
the Israelis reacted faster and adapted more quickly at the lower tactical levels than
did their Arab opponents. These cultural and educational weaknesses would have
little impact in the war with Iran, but they certainly influenced Iraqi performance
in the two wars against U.S.-led coalitions.

General Hamdani admitted there were serious problems with the level
of professionalism of his fellow officers in the Iraqi army (and other Arab armies,
for that matter). Most displayed considerable disinterest in military history or how
other military organizations (non-Arab) might operate. This dichotomy between
Hamdani’s ideal of what military professionalism should be and the reality of the
Iraqi army only grew as the influence of Saddam and the Baath party expanded
during the course of Hamdani’s military career.

Following the 1973 war, the Baath began to make inroads into the army’s
professionalism. The party’s leaders and senior military increasingly emphasized
political loyalty and ideology as important elements in judging an officer’s fit-
ness for promotion. Saddam’s seizure of power in 1979 further accelerated the
politicization of the army. Whereas the saying in the early part of the Baath rule
had been “better a good soldier than a good Baathist,” it changed to “better a good
Balathist than a good soldier” The emphasis was now on political reliability and
unquestioned obedience to orders rather than on serious military professionalism.
Moreover, once firmly in charge, Saddam acted to promote a number of lieutenant
colonels to major general, and subsequently to the command of divisions, without
requiring them to hold any of the traditional staff or intermediate level command
positions. Not surprisingly, this had a serious impact on the army’s overall military
effectiveness in a war with a much larger neighbor.

Not all of these officers were political puppets of the political elite; some
were competent, serious officers. But Saddam had promoted them solely based on
what he regarded as their political loyalty. Most crucially, from Hamdani’s point of
view, they had not commanded either battalions or brigades to provide a solid basis
of military experience. Many had not even studied the profession of arms through
attendance at the staff college, which might have at least equipped them intellectu-
ally to handle larger commands. In other words, they were not ready for either divi-
sion or corps command.

Despite Baath interference, however, the efforts made to improve the pro-
fessionalism of the Iraqi army in the aftermath of the 1967 and 1973 defeats did play
a significant role in the initial successes Iraq achieved against the Iranians in the
early months of their conflict. But the larger problem that confronted the Iraqi
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military was the fact that its political masters, as well as its senior leaders, had no
clear strategic or operational goals in mind for the upcoming war.®

The Iran-lraq War (1980-1988)

Neither the Iraqis nor the Iranians prepared their forces for the war their
political masters were spoiling for. At the beginning of the conflict, the leaders of
the opposing sides had no clear understanding of the requirements for military
effectiveness, or the difficulties their states would confront. Their feeling was that
any sufficiently loyal politician or religious leader was capable of exercising effec-
tive military command—a belief for which their armies would pay a heavy price in
lives and treasure. As the war continued, the armed forces of Iraq and Iran found
themselves involved in desperate efforts to learn and adapt under pressures that
threatened, at times, to overwhelm them. Tragically, it seems that in both nations,
the obdurate ignorance of the political leadership would substantially retard the
effort of military professionals to learn and adapt to the realities of the battlefield.
Both national leaders (Saddam Hussein and Ayatollah Khomeini) significantly
underestimated their opponent for similar reasons: both had little understand-
ing of the limitations of their military institutions and even less understanding
of their opponent.

Saddam believed that military effectiveness was a matter of the
“warrior”—much as in medieval terms—and the spirit and morale of soldiers, not
necessarily of training, organization, or discipline. To him bravery on the battle-
field, exemplified by his personal vision of the Arab fighter, was the only reasonable
measure of military effectiveness. As Hamdani mentioned in reference to Saddam’s
later confrontations with the Americans, the dictator could not grasp the signifi-
cance of the scale and technological superiority of the American military.

Khomeini, on the other hand, equated military effectiveness on the battle-
tield with religious fanaticism. One of the measures of effectiveness both the Aya-
tollah and Saddam used to judge the effectiveness of their battlefield commanders
was the relative number of casualties their troops suffered in battle—very much a
World War I approach.” Early in the war, use of this metric was particularly true in
the Iraqi case, as applied to division and corps commanders.

From Saddam’s point of view, the fall of Shah Mohammed Reza Pahlavi
and the political chaos engendered by Khomeini’s religious revolution provided a
perfect opportunity for him to act against Iran. Moreover, a number of Irag’s senior
officers (some, but not all, recently appointed to their senior positions by Saddam)
believed that the apparent collapse of the Shah’s army meant there would be easy
pickings to the east. What was not clear at the time, at least at Hamdani’s level, was
what exactly Saddam hoped to gain from a war against Iran, except perhaps the
prestige of a “victory against the Persians.” 8
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In hindsight, there appear to have been two political motives for Sadd-
am’s decision to go to war: first, to overturn the unfavorable 1975 treaty Iraq had
signed with the Shah that dealt with the shared waterway to the Persian Gulf;
second, and more important, to achieve victory over the Persians—at a cheap
price—therefore legitimizing Iraq’s claim that it deserved to replace Egypt as the
head of the pan-Arab movement. This second motivation followed the “traitor-
ous act” of Anwar Sadat, who, in signing the Camp David accords with Israel,
had taken Egypt out of the so-called rejectionist camp. In other words, Saddam
was aiming to assume Egyptian President Gamal Abdel-Nassir’s mantle from the
disgraced Sadat.

According to Hamdani, the Iragis had no real military campaign plan
in terms of operational objectives, or even coordinated tactical ones. Saddam ap-
pears to have believed that the invasion would quickly lead to Khomeini’s fall and
replacement by a regime that would surrender much of southwestern Iran to the
Iraqis. Thus, the initial Iraqi operation was a thrust into southwestern Iran, which
militarily achieved little except for the gaining of indefensible territory.

The major problem, however, lay in the fact that Saddam’s leadership style
had so politicized the army’s senior levels that few, if any, generals were able, much
less willing, to provide the dictator with honest assessments of the actual situa-
tion. Early in the conflict, “yes men” so dominated the Baathist regime’s military
decisionmaking processes at every level that only major defeats were going to alter
the picture. Deployed into the territory seized from the Iranians, the Iraqi army
was unprepared for the initial onslaught of the Iranians. Many of these attacks de-
pended on religious fanaticism alone for success. Meanwhile, given the optimistic
reports he was receiving from senior commanders, Saddam remained ignorant of
the tactical vulnerabilities of his forces.

As Hamdani made clear, the only sensible operational approach that
Saddam could have followed would have been to seize and then defend the passes
leading out of Iran toward Iraq (predominantly in the central and northern sec-
tors), as well as those in the Zagros Mountains through which Iranian forces would
have had to deploy from the center of the country. This would have complicated
Iranian efforts to launch and support their military forces against the Iraqis. But
such a decision would have had to rest on Saddam’s recognizing that a conflict
with Iran was likely to be a long one—something he never foresaw. Consequently,
the geographic positioning of the Iraqi army on key and defensible terrain was
never seriously considered. Such an approach was not in the cards for a regime
that consistently based its decisions on the dictator’s ill-founded assumptions and
hopes. Much as he would throughout his reign, Saddam tended to believe his own
propaganda—war against Khomeini’s Islamic Republic would prove an easy matter
and would result in a glorious and quick victory.
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On the other side of the hill, the chaos of the revolution meant that there
were no coherent decisionmaking processes at all. Khomeini seemed to regard the
conflict with Iraq as a God-given opportunity to solidify the revolution and defeat
his political opponents in Tehran. Moreover, it also represented an opportunity to
gain revenge for what he regarded as the ill treatment he had received at the hands
of Saddam’s government when, at the Shal’s behest, it forced him in the mid-1970s
to flee Iraq for Paris. It appears that Khomeini and his inner circle had even less
understanding of military realities than Saddam.

According to Hamdani, undergirding Khomeini’s passion for the war was
a belief that religious fanaticism, reinforced by Persian nationalism, could over-
whelm everything in its path. As a result, and almost until the bitter end, Khomeini
would prove unwilling to make peace with Iraq short of complete victory. Iran
would not back down, no matter how costly the war might become, at least until
the point where its forces suffered a catastrophic series of military defeats—an
unlikely event for a considerable time, given the preparation of Iraq’s military for a
major conflict. Thus, while Saddam was looking for a cheap, easy victory, the Per-
sians were looking to accomplish the complete overthrow of Saddam’s regime and
its replacement by a Shia puppet regime.’

The Iranian military had a number of serious problems. Foremost was the
fact that the revolution caused deep fractures within Iranian society—fractures that
represented contending political and religious factions, as well as the divided nature
of opposition to the Shal’s regime. Iran’s military already had been purged of those
loyal to the Shah or those whom the new regime did not trust. Even after the purges,
the Iranian military had little standing with those in the political realm. Military
professionalism was simply not in the vocabulary of Khomeini’s regime. The alterna-
tive to the professional military in Iran was a number of revolutionary militias. None
of these militias had any serious military training, nor, as Hamdani would describe,
did they possess leaders with even the slightest understanding of tactics.

The militias—in some cases no more than small groups swearing fealty to a
local imam or ayatollah with political ambitions—often acted independently, obeying
no instructions and initiating combat actions without orders to do so. Local Iranian
commanders appeared to have had almost complete freedom of action, whatever the
strategic or operational consequences might be. This may well explain the fact that
some Iranian units began shelling Iraqi towns and military positions in a rampageous
fashion before the Iraqi invasion began and before the initiation of large-scale mili-
tary operations. Thus, one can hardly speak of coherent Iranian military operations,
much less a strategic conception, throughout the first 4 years of the conflict.

While the militias were important in the dangerous game of politics
swirling around Tehran, they had no military training and remained disjointed,
answering to different clerics and factions among Khomeini’s supporters and
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exhibiting little interest in repairing their military deficiencies. Not surprisingly,
their attitudes reflected those of their leaders, and they showed little or no willing-
ness to learn from, much less cooperate in military operations with, the regular
army. All of this derived from their belief that religious fervor was the key to vic-
tory on the battlefield. Thus, Iranian tactics remained unimaginative and militarily
incompetent throughout the war. More often than not, human wave attacks were
all the Iranian militias could launch. The result was a catastrophic casualty tally
reminiscent of the fighting in World War L.

Unlike in Baghdad, where Saddam attempted to control everything, the
exact opposite military command model was in effect in Tehran. Various factional
leaders, imams, and others launched attacks or raids in an effort to curry favor with
the religious and political leaders, who were in turn jockeying for position around
Khomeini. Early in the war, few if any of Iran’s attacks appeared to have coherence
or clear objectives, nor did they fit into a larger strategic conception of the war.
Most battles thus contributed to the growing casualties while achieving little of
tactical, much less operational, value. This situation reflected the general lack of
military understanding among the religious and political leaders in Tehran, who
were supposedly running the show.

The War's Course

According to Hamdani, the first 3 years of the conflict reflected the
miscalculations of the opposing sides. Once embarked upon, the war absorbed
the attention of those fighting, while desperate attempts to mobilize larger forces
sapped the ability to adapt and change in a coherent fashion. Saddam’s top-down
interference and lack of understanding of military realities led the Iraqi army to
carry out a series of ill-conceived movements that, despite leading to the cap-
ture of Khorramshahr, were without clear objectives.!® The war itself began with
bombardments on both sides that reflected the war of words surging between
Tehran and Baghdad. While Iranian troops fought with considerable fanaticism
at the local level, they displayed no coherent or effective response to the initial
Iraqi moves. The battle of Khorramshahr (October 6-24, 1980) proved to be a
violent and bloody affair in which each side suffered around 7,000 casualties.
Eventually Iraqi firepower and tactical superiority took the remains of what had
once been a city.

In analyzing Iranian military operations in the first months of the con-
flict, Hamdani suggested that no one appeared to be in charge on the Iranian side.
Instead, local regular army and militia commanders, supported by mullahs on
the scene (who played an analogous role to that of commissars in the Red Army
during World War II), responded to Iraqi moves as they saw fit, with little or no
coordination with each other or the national authorities. Many in Tehran seemed
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content simply to beat the drum of fanatical religious propaganda. Others provided
irrelevant advice, based on their misconceptions and faulty assumptions. New units
arriving at the front had little coherent or sensible training, nor for a considerable
period did there appear to be any kind of lessons-learned process among the units
of Iran’s various military forces. Thus, little combat learning took place among
Iranian forces over the first several years of the war.

Khomeini responded to initial Iraqi incursions with a massive mobiliza-
tion of Iran, which provided huge numbers of men for the militias—and fewer for
the army—who were willing to die as martyrs. Iran, with its far larger population,
enjoyed a significant advantage over Iraq in this regard. Nevertheless, Khomeini
never seems to have understood the need for military professionalism. Throughout
the war with Iraq, Iran’s senior leaders harbored suspicion of those officers from
the Shah’s army who survived the early purges. Hamdani recalled that according to
captured Iranian officers, the evaluation of military competence largely rested on a
judgment as to how religious a commander was or was not. Moreover, the heads of
the various militias displayed little or no interest in exploiting the expertise of the
regular officers for the training of their units.

Ironically, with the massive mobilization, the threat that Khomeini repre-
sented to the stability of the oil regions of the Middle East made it difficult for the
Iranians to acquire the heavy weapons such as tanks or new aircraft that played a key
part in the fighting on the ground. It also led to a situation where the Iraqis—with ac-
cess to modern Soviet and Western weapons—were able to increase their technologi-
cal capabilities slowly but steadily. According to Hamdani, the result of Iran’s lack of
access to sophisticated modern weapons was that, as they depleted the stock of heavy
weapons and spares acquired by the Shah, they had to field a light infantry force
supported by diminishing amounts of armor and artillery. This was not necessarily a
disadvantage in swampy areas like the Fao Peninsula or the mountains to the north-
east of Baghdad, but it put the Iranians at a distinct disadvantage in areas of flat desert
terrain and at the approaches to Basra, where much of the heavy fighting occurred.

After the initial advance into Iran, many of the Iraqi generals deployed at
the front failed to meet the challenge of complex operations. Moreover, in Ham-
dani’s opinion, their lack of experience led to inferiority complexes and made them
unwilling to take advice from their subordinates. The result was a series of stunning
defeats, beginning in 1981, that drove the Iragis back to and then beyond the start-
ing point of their invasion.!! These defeats forced Saddam to move gradually away
from his emphasis on political reliability for his generals toward greater willingness
to reward and promote those who displayed some level of military competence.
Still, as Hamdani emphasized during our conversations, Saddam never let go of his
deep suspicion of his generals and his belief that they represented the only poten-
tially serious threat to his dictatorship.
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By mid-1982, the Iraqis managed to stabilize the military situation back
on their own territory. Hamdani indicated that special operations forces, com-
bined with armored support, played a major role in bringing this about. However,
Iraqg’s special forces proved a wasting asset and by the end of 1982 had been almost
completely exhausted by the heavy losses suffered through continuous use. Despite
its success, there would be few attempts to rebuild Iraqi special forces over the re-
mainder of the conflict. The high casualty rates of junior officers at the front and
the expansion of the Iraqi army meant that both the quantity and quality of officers
qualified for special operations duty dropped as the war spun out of control.

The War of Attrition: 1982-1985

The military and strategic situation forced Saddam in 1982 to begin the
mass mobilization of the Iraqi nation. By that point, he realized he had involved
Iraq in a long war and that no easy or quick solutions would bring peace. In that
year, he created the Republican Guard to provide his commanders with greater
flexibility in responding to the constant series of Iranian offensives. The Republi-
can Guard was to form a counterattack force against the major Iranian offensives,
which marked much of the fighting throughout this period. Those Iranian offen-
sives, beginning in the summer of 1982, swept like an arc around Basra from north
to south as the Iranians groped for weaknesses in the Iraqi defenses. The Iranian
efforts in the south—their main emphasis throughout the entire war—reflected
their hope that the Shia of the region would respond to their coreligionists from
Iran (which they did not).”? Nevertheless, these Iranian offensive operations put
immense pressure on the Iraqi forces.

The fact that Khomeini’s military forces, both the regular army and the
militia, were increasingly becoming an all-infantry army that relied almost entirely
on human wave attacks had a considerable effect on the fighting. The lack of armor
and artillery limited the pressure Iranians could put on the Iragis on the northern
front, because while the mountainous terrain on the border favored infantry opera-
tions, the more open terrain lying beyond provided Iraqi armor with an enormous
advantage, of which it made full use. Similar factors held in the south, where
swamps and waterlogged terrain helped the Iranians to the east of Basra, but the
more open and urban terrain around Basra and to the west favored the Iraqis.

By this point in the war, the heavy losses in the initial fighting had se-
verely depleted the Iraqi officer corps, which never fully recovered despite Saddam’s
mobilization efforts. Still, the Iraqis were able to mobilize sufficient forces to halt
the Iranians and begin a dogged defense of the territory—and oil wells—near Basra
and the mountainous approaches to the east of Baghdad.

Throughout this period, the opposing sides had to resort to a war of attri-
tion. The Iranians consistently used human wave attacks aimed at overwhelming
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Iraqi positions and imposing heavy casualties on the defenders. On the Iraqi side,
there was little thought given to major counterattacks, except where important
positions had fallen. Rather, the goal was to inflict as many casualties as possible
on the attackers. The Iraqis (particularly Saddam) saw hope in the situation, believ-
ing that in view of their terrible losses, the Iranians would eventually overthrow
Khomeini and agree to a ceasefire.

In 1983, having had little success in their attacks against Basra’s de-
fenses, the Iranians opened a major offensive against the approaches to Baghdad
through the mountains northeast of the capital. Their aim, according to Ham-
dani, was to establish a second front against the Iraqis in an area where they
could gain substantial aid from the locals.’® In this case, the Kurds—to Saddam’s
fury—broke the truce they had agreed to and cooperated with the Iranian at-
tacks.!* It also appears that Khomeini was putting substantial pressure on his
military commanders to achieve a major success similar to that of the 1981 coun-
terattack against Saddam.

The Iranian offensive foundered for two reasons. First was the Iranians’
inability to move beyond the tactical mode and articulate a level of operational
capability to exploit tactical successes when they occurred. The cause of this fail-
ure was a general lack of professionalism at the higher levels of Iranian military
forces—not surprising when ayatollahs appeared to play as much of a (if not the
dominant) role as senior Iranian officers in decisionmaking. The second reason
pertained to the fact that the Iraqis, possessing what to all intents and purposes
were interior lines, could shuffle divisions quickly from the south, where they had
concentrated most of their strength to meet the Iranian offensives, to the north.
Moreover, the Iraqis at the highest levels were beginning to exhibit some awareness
of how to operate at the operational level of war.

As their losses mounted at the lower tactical level, the Iranians became
increasingly proficient at infiltration and small unit tactics. In this arena, they were
clearly superior to their opponents. Thus, in mountainous terrain east of Baghdad,
in the north, and in the swampy terrain characterizing the areas to the northeast
and southeast of Basra, they enjoyed considerable advantage. But elsewhere, where
the ground lay open and thus amenable to the use of armor, Iraq’s superior armored
forces, backed by dug-in infantry and artillery, halted enemy attacks and inflicted
disproportionate casualties on the attacking Iranians. As a result, the war took on
the guise of World War I attrition, as the two sides’ military forces, equipped and
trained in different patterns, inflicted heavy casualties on each other without being
able to gain a decisive advantage. By 1984, however, the Iragis began to use chemi-
cal weapons, which did provide them an important advantage, given the failure of
the Iranians to prepare for such a threat. The use of these weapons would continue
for the remainder of the war.!>
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It was during this portion of the war that Hamdani received his most danger-
ous assignment. At the time, he was a battalion commander, having reached that rank
largely on the basis of his military competence and the incompetence of others, rather
than his penchant for suggesting new ideas to his superiors. He received Saddam’s
two sons—as well as Tariq Aziz’s son—to serve as officers in his battalion. Saddam’s
propaganda message was that even his sons were serving in combat, so all of Iraqs
people must participate in the war for what was clearly the survival of the Baath re-
gime. However, Saddam provided Hamdani with more nuanced instructions: he was
to ensure that neither son fell into Iranian hands or, by implication, died in battle.
General Hamdani suggested that his success in this task could be one of the only rea-
sons he remains alive today. The close relation he established with Qusay, Saddam’s
heir apparent, probably kept him out of prison in the mid-1990s and saved his career
after he dared to offer military suggestions that contradicted Saddam’s views.

1986 and After

The Iranians did display some ability to learn. In 1986, they launched
an offensive against the Fao Peninsula southeast of Basra. Catching the Iraqis off
guard, they seized the peninsula with a joint amphibious assault heavily supported
by artillery. The Iraqi defenders, coordinated from Baghdad, expected an attack on
Basra from the northeast and were completely unprepared for the Iranian strike at
Fao. Moreover, they failed to react quickly, which magnified the Iranian success. In
the marshes and canals of the Fao Peninsula, Iraqi tanks proved vulnerable because
of their lack of maneuverability. Not surprisingly, the Iraqi counterattacks were a
complete failure.

In the Fao campaign, for the first time since the war began, Iranians dis-
played a significant degree of military professionalism. They made every effort to
play to their strengths while minimizing those of the Iraqis. They launched major
forces against the swampy terrain that makes up most of the peninsula. For the at-
tack, they trained a large force of infantry for an amphibious assault and prepared
large numbers of small boats and landing craft. The infantry infiltration tactics
they had developed on the central sector played to the geographic realities of the
swamps on the peninsula. According to Hamdani, the North Koreans provided so-
phisticated combat engineering advice and support to Khomeini’s forces. Perhaps
most significantly, the Iranians managed to achieve a modicum of cooperation be-
tween the remnants of the regular army and the various militias. This allowed them
to plan the operation over the winter of 1985/1986 with considerable precision.

Iraqi overconfidence, together with the unwillingness of those in Baghdad
to recognize what was happening, served to magnify the initial Iranian successes.
The commanders on the spot showed a distinct bravado that they could halt any
Iranian attack, while commanders at higher levels in the Basra area displayed a lack
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of imagination in analyzing what the Iranians were up to. Extensive radio deception
by the Iranians played a role in convincing the Iraqis by reinforcing their prejudices
and assumptions. When the Iraqi generals in the area finally realized that some-
thing major was occurring on the peninsula, senior military and political leaders in
Baghdad further delayed in sending reinforcements, because they concluded that
the Iranians were staging a deception operation and that their main attack would
come against Basra. Not until Iraqi forces—approximately of division strength—
had been crushed and had lost most of the Fao Peninsula did commanders in Basra
and Baghdad awaken to the danger. By then it was too late.

The hesitation to reinforce those units defending the peninsula, par-
ticularly the 26 Division, which were under enormous pressure and on the brink
of collapse, appears to have stemmed from fear that the Iranians would launch
a major offensive against Baghdad, the loss of which would mean the end of
Saddam’s regime. Hurried reinforcements arrived into a chaotic situation. The
Iraqi army responded with counterattacks by heavy armored units. In the bogs and
swamps of the Fao Peninsula, this poorly coordinated approach of armored forces
made no sense; it played into the hands of the Iranian forces’ strengths and resulted
only in heavy losses of men and equipment without regaining any significant terri-
tory. It was a sobering experience for all involved.

It is now apparent that the Iranian strike against the Fao Peninsula was the
opening move of a major offensive to seize Basra and deal the Baathist regime an
immense military and political blow. The initial Basra attacks failed, but the com-
manders of the III and VII Corps, close associates of Saddam, were political gener-
als and consistently overstated the losses their troops were inflicting on the Irani-
ans.'® Thus, when a further wave of even larger Iranian attacks hit Iraqi positions,
the Iraqis were clearly in danger of losing Basra and the oil wells to the west. They
held on, but largely due to Iranian mistakes and the enemy’s inability to exploit any
of the gains and breakthroughs its attacking forces had made.

The situation around Basra was desperate and remained so for much of
the rest of the year. General Hamdani described the fighting as another “Battle of
the Somme,” in which both sides suffered extraordinarily heavy losses. The number
of Iraqis killed in action approached 50,000; Iran’s losses were two to three times
higher—at least by Hamdani’s estimate. In the end, the Iraqis held back the Iranian
tide. Chemical weapons played a major role, as did the failure of the Iranians to
prepare their forces to deal with such weapons.

Recovery from the Defeat on the Fao Peninsula

The fighting around Basra did prove a sobering experience for Saddam,
who finally, at least in this conflict, placed more trust in military profession-
als. Certainly, the difficulties the Iraqis encountered in defending Basra after the
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defeat on the Fao Peninsula were considerable impetus for the increased interest in
professionalism for the short term. In fact, throughout 1986, the Iraqis carried out
a number of reforms at all levels that were to have a substantial impact not only on
the defensive battles of 1987, but also the devastating counterattacks they launched
in 1988, which finally broke the back of Iran's—and Khomeinis—willingness to
continue the conflict.

The most important reform in Iraq came in July 1986. Saddam made
the decision to pull the Republican Guard units out of the front line and begin a
wholesale reequipping and retraining effort from squad level all the way to divi-
sion and corps command. This involved the arrival of the most modern Soviet
tanks and armored personnel carriers called BMPs (boyevaya mashina pekhoty,
or infantry fighting vehicle) as well as heavy artillery. Saddam seems to have rec-
ognized that he needed to make a major effort to improve Iraq’s military capabili-
ties or face defeat. Thus, there was a greater willingness at the top to pay serious
attention to the recommendations of the more professional officers to build up
the Republican Guard’s capabilities. In addition, Saddam authorized major re-
cruiting drives among those who had largely avoided military service thus far in
the conflict. Targeted were students, the sons of tribal leaders, and many of the
wealthier classes. In particular, the recruiting effort targeted Anbar Province, one
of the strongholds of Sunni and Baathist support for Saddam, which was to gain
the distinction of being the only province in Iraq not to revolt during the troubles
in 1991.

This effort to improve the combat effectiveness of the Republican Guard
involved more extensive training at all levels to improve tactical and battlefield
proficiency of officers commanding Republican Guard units. Initially, the aim was
to create a force that could dominate the battlefield by counterattacking Iranian in-
fantry penetrations of Iraqi defensive positions. Saddam initially hoped to create 10
divisions for this purpose, but the Iraqis were ultimately able to create only 5. One
constraint was the inability to fill the critical officer positions owing to the loss of
so many competent junior officers during the war’s first 6 years.

Saddam’s son-in-law, Hussein Kamel, was in charge of the overall effort to
improve the Republican Guard.!” Perhaps as a result of his limited military qualifi-
cations, Kamel proved willing to listen to the more competent Republican Guard
staff officers and commanders, the most important of whom was Ayad Al-Rawi.
The problem remained that a substantial number of Republican Guard command-
ers were brave but professionally unprepared and often incompetent in the posi-
tions they held. Overall, however, by 1987, the Iragis were able to field a number of
relatively effective Republican Guard units—at least in comparison to the Iragi and
Iranian units that had fought the war thus far. These Republican Guards were to
play a crucial role in the last 2 years of the conflict.
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In the fighting that occurred in 1987—almost all of it around Basra—the
newly refurbished and expanded Republican Guard divisions proved to be the de-
cisive force Saddam had been in search of since 1980. The Iranians continued their
major attacks aimed at taking Basra, during which they again showed little willing-
ness to learn from previous experiences. Moreover, much of the religious fanaticism
that had characterized their troops in the war thus far began to subside. Given the
huge losses the forces had suffered without discernable gains, the Iranian leaders, po-
litical as well as military, were beginning to have difficulty motivating their soldiers.

However, the major factor in the Iraqi ability to hold off the Iranian at-
tacks lay in the skill and capabilities of the expanded and improved Republican
Guard formations. In the heavy fighting throughout 1987 just to the east and
northeast of Basra, Republican Guard units repeatedly hammered the Iranian
breakthroughs and quickly retook the ground the Iranians seized. The continued
success of these counterattacks had the effect of steadily lowering Iranian morale
and setting the stage for the major Iraqi offensive of 1988.

The Iraqi offensive for 1988 aimed to regain the territory lost to the Ira-
nians on the Fao Peninsula. Planning began relatively early in 1988 and involved
Saddam and six senior officers. Not until immediately before the offensive were the
staffs brought into the planning processes. Beyond the six officers and Saddam, no
one knew the extent of the coming offensive. The attack had major political as well
as operational goals, because the loss of the Fao Peninsula, the one success the Ira-
nians had enjoyed thus far in the war, would deal Khomeini’s regime a major blow.

Deception operations covered the Iraqi preparations for the offensive.
It is still not clear what happened on the other side, but Iranian intelligence ap-
pears to have missed the signs of the impending Iraqi attack. The Republican
Guard’s offensive caught the Iranians flat-footed. Whatever improvements had
occurred in their military forces—substantially less than those of Iraq—major
rifts remained between the militias and the regular army and among the militias
themselves. The Iranians reacted not at all at first, a fact that probably reflected
the same overly optimistic reporting to Tehran by senior commanders at the
front that had marked the Iraqi reporting about the Iranian attack on the Fao
Peninsula in 1986. The slow reporting exacerbated the fact that Iranian forces
possessed relatively little mobility and, hence, found it difficult to react effectively
to a deteriorating situation.

Once again, the Iraqi attack resembled a World War I offensive with its
heavy emphasis on the use of artillery and gas against the Iranians. By catching
Khomeini’s forces by surprise, the Iragis were able to minimize their weakness in
command and control (C?)—a weakness on both sides throughout the war—while
maximizing the C? difficulties on the other side.!® Most of the Iranians fought
doggedly, but the surprise the Iraqis had gained, as well as careful planning and
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preparation for the battle, allowed the Republican Guard to dominate the battlefield
even considering the difficulties of the terrain. Firepower, gas, and superior plan-
ning eventually resulted in a devastating defeat for the Iranians. Shortly thereafter,
Khomeini agreed to an armistice with Saddam’s Baathist regime, and the dismal
Iran-Iraq War came to an end.

Thoughts on the Iran-Iraq “Cold-War” in the 1990s

General Hamdani offered some interesting observations on what the Iraqis
believed they confronted in terms of an Iranian threat in the 1990s. Historically, Iraq
has been the borderland between the Arab and Persian worlds, with major Iranian
invasions in 1626 and 1754 of the Mesopotamian valley, then held by the Ottoman
empire. He emphasized the historical Iranian drive to the west in both military and
cultural terms.'* Saddam’s initial response to the Iranian problem in the postwar pe-
riod was to emphasize the naval and air components of a future conflict—clearly an
indication that even he had been influenced by the cost of the ground fighting.? In-
cluded in his analysis was an emphasis on mobile ballistic missiles, which had played
amajor role in what the Iraqis had termed “the Battle of the Cities”?!

From what the Iraqis could tell, the Iranians made major efforts through-
out the period to bring their military forces up to the standards set by the Iragis in
the last year of the war. The shambles that the Americans had made of Iraqs mili-
tary in the 1991 Gulf War also played a role in these Iranian efforts. There did ap-
pear to be considerable efforts to bring the Pasdaran and Quds militias up to some
semblance of professional standards. The events of 1990-1991 had a huge impact
on the Iraqi military, while the continued confrontation with the United States dur-
ing the 1990s made it difficult to focus on the Iranian threat.

Still, Saddam and most officers believed that a renewed war with the Ira-
nians was more likely than another major conflict with the United States. Given the
experiences of 1980-1988, however, most felt such a conflict would not involve a
similar conventional war, but rather Iranian efforts to infiltrate agents, arms, and
small forces to support another major rebellion by the Shia.??

Comments on Saddam Hussein as Political and
Military Leader

General Hamdani provided a detailed and nuanced view of Saddam as
a military and political leader. He first noted that Saddam possessed a complex
personality—“one could say that he possessed multiple personalities” The dicta-
tor was highly intelligent and, when open-minded, which he was at times, quick to
grasp essential points. On the military side, his openness largely depended on the
difficulties Iraqi forces were confronting at the time. In the early days of the war
with Iran, for example, he was quite open and flexible when adapting to difficult
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military situations. For the most part, however, he tended to confuse reality with
what he wished to be true.

Saddam was certainly not an easy person to explain. According to Ham-
dani, the dictator was a combination of Stalin, the ruthless ruler, and Hitler, the
aspiring general. Interestingly, the first military uniform that Saddam put on was
that of an Iraqi field marshal. Hamdani recalled that Saddam could in the blink of
an eye switch between his various personalities: “In one moment...he might kill
a member of his own family without a care; then the next moment he would be
extremely sensitive, tears in his eyes over the injury of a cat” To make matters espe-
cially difficult for those who worked in his immediate surroundings or had to brief
him, one never knew from moment to moment which one of Saddam’s personali-
ties was going to emerge.

Saddam had little understanding of military issues or what made for effec-
tiveness in military institutions. Not only did he not want to know about the extent
of American military and technological superiority, he also largely dismissed such
factors as irrelevant on the battlefield. What mattered to him was the ideal of the
Arab “warrior;” an individual who, he believed, had consistently proved his superi-
ority on the battlefields of history and who would do so again. Above all, Saddam
had no understanding of strategy.

The military defeats and the serious operational situation at the front
brought an increasing sense of military realism to Saddam’s approach to the war
with Iran. That was much less the case in 1990-1991 and no longer the case by
2003. The combat conditions of 1982-1984 forced him to give greater freedom to
his subordinates and, for the most part, made him more receptive to their advice.
Nevertheless, political loyalty to the Ba'ath regime and particularly to its president
remained the foremost of his criteria for selecting senior officers.

Up to the Kuwait adventure, Saddam’s focus was on being a strong leader.
But after the disaster of Kuwait, there was a significant change in his personality.
With the rebellion of March 1991, he lost his trust in the Iraqi people, and his para-
noia deepened. From that point on, virtually every decision that he made appeared
focused on maintaining his control over Iraq. Combined with his paranoia and lack
of trust in nearly everybody, the result was an Iraq where practically no sensible de-
cisions could be made. Moreover, 